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	1. Lightning and Death

**Part I: Hiccup  
><strong>**Chapter 1: Lightning and Death**

_I was born during one of the worst thunderstorms Berk had seen in several generations. Many in the village believed that the gods were angry with us. They would not be wrong. But perhaps I'm getting ahead of myself._

_You see, this is Berk. It's a miserable spit of land in the middle of an icy, unforgiving ocean. It snows nine months out of the year, and hails the rest. It's a truly horrible place to live and I have yet to figure out what possessed my ancestors to settle here. In fact, I have yet to figure out why the _current_ inhabitants don't take the next available ship away from this godsforsaken place._ I_ would, if I could._

_Nine months before my birth, Stoick the Vast inherited the title of Chief of the Hairy Hooligans. In hopes to receive the blessings of the gods and have them find favor in his rule, he asked Thor to send a sacrifice. Thor sent a dragon, sleek and agile and black as coal, to be sacrificed. Dragons are not uncommon on Berk, but never had the Hairy Hooligans seen such a beast. Stoick decided to keep the dragon and instead sacrificed a ram._

_Angered by Stoick's greed, the gods placed a curse upon Berk and all its inhabitants. The dragons turned against the Hooligans and the Dragon Wars began. But, because of Stoick's greed, an additional curse was his to bear. His and his offspring's. Until an appropriate sacrifice was made to appease the gods, their wrath would remain on Berk._

_As I was saying, I was born during one of the worst thunderstorms Berk had seen in several generations. Many in the village believed that the gods were angry with us. They would not be wrong. This is my story. The unholy offspring of lightning and death itself._

_*.*.*.*.*.*.*.*.*.*.*_

Gothi always listened to signs. Signs were from the gods. Signs told you when life-altering events would occur—whether for good or for ill. During the many years of her life, she could only remember one storm that was as bad as the one that arrived that fateful night. It marked the end of a terrible man and his lust for blood. The gods had heard their prayers and the gods had answered.

The night she was called to the chief's lodge started out like most nights in Winter. They were on the cusp of Devastating Winter. The weather was freezing and it made her bones creak, but snow had yet to fall and, despite the overcast sky, everything was calm. She arrived at the chief's lodge in good time, considering her age, and was unsurprised to find Stoick anxiously pacing the floor, his brother Spitelout and friend Gobber lounging by the fire and drinking mead.

Thunder rumbled on the horizon and she hesitated, glancing at the dark skies. A storm was rolling in and the taste of lightning hung thick in the air. The wind picked up, bringing with it the scent of rain. Her bones ached. Phlegma and Thistle came hurrying up the hill, both bundled in thick furs.

"Not the best time for a baby to come; eh, Gothi?" Thistle greeted as she passed.

Phlegma sniffed, rolling her eyes. "A baby comes when it comes. There's no accounting for convenience. I'm sure every mother wishes her child was born in Summer."

Gothi smiled at the two younger women, casting one last glance at the sky before crossing the threshold. The baby would come, despite the signs. There was no stopping it. Stoick noticed them as soon as they arrived, moving straight to Gothi and helping her with her cloak. "Pains started hours ago, but Val insisted on waiting. They've been getting worse."

"Aye," Gothi allowed, gratefully taking her staff back and hobbling slowly after the younger women as they disappeared into the bedroom, "and they'll get worse."

A loud guffaw came from the other men and Spitelout raised his tankard. "Aye. Best ya can do is drink until it's over."

Her eyes moved over the men, pausing on Gobber. The burly blacksmith was rubbing at his amputated arm, grimacing. She changed course, stopping in front of Gobber and peering critically at his face. "You need something, boy?"

Thunder rumbled overhead and the first splatters of rain hit the roof. Gobber grinned. "Nah, it's just the storm. It's going to be a bad one."

A gust of howling wind made the whole lodge creak. The men fell silent, apprehension spreading across their faces. A crack of thunder shook the heavy timbers of the roof and Gobber laughed uneasily, "Well, at least there'll be no dragon attacks tonight."

Phlegma poked her head out of the bedroom. "Gothi, we're going to need you. She's crowning."

Gothi nodded, sending Gobber a significant look, before she shuffled into the bedroom. She was getting too old to be the acting midwife. Phlegma and Thistle were both gaining confidence in midwifery and soon she could pass the reigns onto them and she could rest her weary bones at home in front of the fire on these dreadful nights.

Valka was delicately built. Unusual for a Viking of Berk. Most of the women on Berk were built much like most of the men, only not as hairy and perhaps a little shorter. Valka was tall and thin. She didn't have the coveted blonde hair that Dagmar Hofferson had, but her startlingly green eyes made up for whatever deficiencies she may have thought she possessed. Gothi had always had a soft-spot for the girl. She moved between the young mother's legs, checking the babe's progress. Valka groaned and Gothi patted her knee. "It's nearly over, my girl. Take a breath now."

Thistle brought a bucket of nearly scalding water and Gothi quickly dunked her hands. Valka's breath was coming in sharp, pained pants, but she wasn't panicking yet. That was good. Another contraction rippled across her stomach and prompted another groan. "Something's not right."

Gothi looked sharply at the birthing mother. The storm outside increased its intensity. Phlegma and Thistle exchanged knowing glances but quickly went back to their work when Gothi gave them a pointed look.

"Get ready to push, Valka."

The new mother's hands scrabbled at the bedsheets, her eyes wide as she gasped out, "Save my baby."

"You'll both be fine. Now push."

The labor was blessedly short compared to come of the births Gothi had attended over the many years. The rage of the storm made it seem longer than it truly was. With a cry, Valka pushed the infant out and collapsed with gasping breaths. The thin, unhappy wail of the newborn nearly drowned out the horrified gasps of Phlegma and Thistle. Only years of delivering babies prevented old Gothi from dropping the infant in her surprise. Thunder crashed over the mountains, shaking the entire lodge with its might, rain hammered on the roof, and winds made the entire lodge creak and moan. A muttered prayer of "oh gods!" was silenced by a stern look from Gothi. Valka stirred at her newborn's cries, weakly lifting her head, searching for the infant.

Gothi cut and tied the umbilical cord and moved away to allow the other women to see to the last of the labor. She gazed at the infant, her eyes lingering on the smooth transition from human flesh to black, scaled hide and the small horns that lay against the side of its head where ears would normally sit. A tail curled close to the child's body and tiny, bat-like wings were folded against the shoulder blades. In all her years, she'd never seen anything like it. Thistle was at her side, jarring her from her thoughts, her voice urgent, "Gothi, she's losing too much blood."

Gothi handed the child to the younger woman, frowning fiercely at her cringe. "See to the infant. Hide," she hesitated for the briefest of moments, "hide _everything_."

Gothi turned back to Valka, pushing Phlegma out of the way, and working quickly to attempt to slow the bleed. Too much. She was going to lose her. A faint groan made her look up, glazed eyes staring. "My baby?"

The voice was weak, barely a whisper, and Gothi motioned for Phlegma to take over. There was nothing left to do but comfort the dying woman. She lifted the mewling newborn from the cradle Thistle had dropped the child in and carefully wrapped the new mother's arms around her child.

"A boy, Valka," Gothi told her. "Healthy."

"A son," she whispered, drawing a shaking finger across his cheek. A smile, weak but radiant, bloomed across her face as she looked at the babe. Her expression turned sad for a moment. Gothi always wondered if people knew they were dying. Valka studied the boy through half-lidded eyes, too weak to keep them open any longer, her voice barely audible when she murmured, "Mommy loves you, baby. Tell Stoick…"

Her voice failed her, but Gothi knew that last was for her. She passed a shaking hand over Valka's sweat dampened hair. "Good bye, child. Phlegma, bring Stoick here."

The woman hesitated, casting an anxious glance at the blood soaked cloths. "But—"

Gothi gently took the baby from Valka's limp arms, speaking sternly, "Go. A man should be allowed to say goodbye to his wife while she's still here."

The young woman fled the room and Gothi turned to Thistle. "Bind her and cleanup what you can. Make her as presentable as possible."

Vikings weren't afraid of blood, but blood from a battle injury and blood from labor were two different things. Any man would panic. Thistle worked quickly and quietly, tucking soiled cloths into a bucket to clean later and carefully pulling a skin over Valka. A moment later, the doors burst open again and Stoick the Vast entered, blue eyes wild. "Val!"

He was at Valka's side in an instant, scooping up his wife's hand with more gentleness than most in the tribe believed he possessed. Gothi moved out of the way, laying the baby down in the nearby cradle and shooing Phlegma and Thistle out of the room. There didn't need to be any more witnesses to the man's heartbreak.

Stoick knelt next to the bed, pressing Valka's hand to his cheek, whispering words too low for Gothi to hear. Thunder rolled overhead and Stoick let his head drop to the bed, shoulders slumping with defeat. Gothi approached then, placing a hand on his broad shoulder. "I'm sorry, Stoick. Valka has left this world."

Stoick sat back, carefully folding Valka's hands across her body before rising to his feet. He gazed down at his wife, taking in her peaceful features one last time. He bent, resting his lips against her forehead, failing to stifle the choked sob. Farewells complete, he stumbled to a nearby chair, sinking into it and burying his face in his hands. Gothi let him be, sure he would want some time to gather himself. "The child?"

"Is a boy," Gothi said. "He is small, but healthy."

He was silent, the crash of thunder and the drumming of rain the only sound that filled the lodge. Gothi waited patiently. It wouldn't be the first time a mourning father blamed a child for the loss of his wife. Sometimes Gothi could find a home for the child if the father couldn't — _wouldn't_ — raise it himself. Finally, Stoick took a steadying breath, rubbing vigorously at his face. "Let me see him."

Gothi deposited the swaddled child in his father's arms and took a step back to allow Stoick time to look over his son. Long minutes passed while the large man gazed down at the child. Finally, he moved, resting the child on his legs and pushing the blankets aside. The swaddling fell away and he gasped, raising a shaking finger to trace over the horns and soft hide of the tail. Gothi allowed him a moment to absorb the unusual sight before speaking, "He has wings."

Stoick didn't move the baby to check, simply nodding his understanding. The bedroom door opened and Gobber limped in, not at all put off by Thistle's attempts to stop him. Gothi was actually surprised the man was still coherent with the amount of mead he'd been drinking earlier. Of course, the absence of Spitelout must mean that the other man was passed out in front of the fire. The blond blacksmith halted at Stoick's side, gazing down at the baby. Surprise was the first expression that crossed Gobber's face before it settled into thoughtfulness. "Night Fury, eh?"

Thistle halted several steps away, sneering at the child. "An abomination. The child should be left on the rocks."

Gobber glanced up at her, frowning. "Aye. I can think of several I would've left on the rocks had I the choice."

Thistle flushed an angry red. Stoick didn't seem to hear either of them, his eyes transfixed on his son. The gods' curse had been absolute. He'd lost his wife and his son would carry his father's folly. Thistle sniffed, choosing to ignore Gobber, and addressed the grieving man instead, "Marry again, Stoick. In time you will have another child. Another heir."

Gobber looked aghast at her audacity and Gothi frowned her disapproval. It was well-known that Thistle was a social climber, but to suggest such a thing to a man who just lost his wife — to a man whose wife's body was not yet cold — was not only rude, it was insulting.

"No."

The word was definitive and left no room for argument. Gothi nodded her approval. There was no proof that the gods wouldn't curse a second child, after all. A soft whimper made Stoick swaddle the boy with clumsy movements, cradling him protectively as he turned to face Thistle, defiance set in his features. Thistle's mouth hung open. "_No_? You can't expect this…_creature_ to be your _heir_. The tribe won't allow it!"

"I will not remarry," Stoick declared and Thistle wilted. "I will not have another child. He is my son and he is the last I have of Val. There is still time before the issue of an heir becomes necessary and my brother's wife just had a son."

Lightning flashed through the cracks in the windows followed immediately by a near deafening crack of thunder. Gobber frowned. "You would give up your son's birthright?"

Stoick turned to seriously regard his friend, shifting the child to a more comfortable position in his arms. "That is still a long way off. There is time. Maybe time to appease the gods."

Thistle looked mutinous, but Gothi thumped her staff into the floor. "Enough, girl. The chief does not want you and your arguing will not change that. Go home."

For a moment, it looked like Thistle would refuse, but she turned and marched away, snatching her furs from the chair she'd tossed them earlier. The door in the main room opened, bringing a gust of wind and rain, before it slammed shut again. Phlegma appeared in the bedroom door, glancing over her shoulder. "Don't know what's got her britches in a knot."

The infant wailed and Gothi shuffled forward, tugging on Stoick's cloak and indicating the chair he'd abandoned earlier. "The child is hungry. I will see to the panada*."

Gothi hobbled her way out to the cook fire, just catching Gobber's next words, "So, if you're going to keep him, he's got to have a name."

She paused in the door, waiting. Stoick sighed, brushing the blankets back from his son's head. Father looked at son, catching a small fist that waved in uncoordinated movements, tucking the hand back into the blankets.

"Hiccup," he finally said.

* * *

><p>panada - a type of gruel; old-fashioned baby food.<p>

AN: Well, I really should be working on other things, but this popped into my head some time around the end of October and I banged it out in about an hour one night. I've seen several of these types of stories, but haven't really seen one set in the canon universe (at least I don't immediately recall any). Fair warning, this will be slow going since it's not my main focus.


	2. Wounds and Rag Dolls

**Chapter 2: Wounds and Rag Dolls**

It was the sound of a horn blast that woke him from a deep slumber, but the shouting propelled him out of the tangle of furs and blankets. Hiccup's feet hit the floor with a light thud, the small wings at his shoulder blades flexing to keep his balance. A sharp glance out his window proved that the glow he'd originally mistaken as sunrise was actually several houses in the village aflame. A dragon attack. In his brief four years of existence, this should have been nothing new. The dragons were as constant as the seasons. Spring had arrived with smoke and flame.

Clutching the frayed edges of a much loved blanket about his shoulders, Hiccup hurried down the stairs of his loft. Stoick stood in the open door of the lodge, bellowing out commands even as he pulled on clothes and armor over his sleepwear. The roar of a dragon shook the thick beams and nearly drowned out Stoick's swears. Hiccup quailed at the sound, fear making his voice quiver, "Pabbi?"

Stoick turned, surprised to find his son standing fearfully at the base of the stairs. He hesitated for the briefest of moments before he crouched in front of the small boy, pulling the blanket more securely around small shoulders and smoothing sleep rumpled auburn hair. His eyes lingered a moment on the horns barely hidden beneath his son's hair, guilt twisting his insides as he cursed the gods and himself. "Stay inside, son…unless the lodge catches on fire. I'll be back; probably."

With those words, Stoick hefted his hammer and strode out the door, closing it behind him with a final thud. The shouting and roars of dragons were muffled now and Hiccup crouched near the fire, its soothing warmth easing tense muscles. He would stay awake until his father returned from the fighting. If something happened, he had to hide in the relative safety of the forest. He anxiously watched the door, his nose twitching as it caught scent of fire and smoke and the previous night's dinner. He pulled his knees to his chest, twining arms and tail around his legs to make himself smaller. The lodge shook with the roars of dragons and heavy boulders hitting the ground nearby. He pressed his face against his knees, cringing at every pained scream from either dragon or Viking.

Time seemed to drag until shouts of a different nature approached the door. Hiccup straightened, listening intently to the shouts and shuffling. He slipped deeper into the shadows beside the fireplace just as the door crashed open. A group of Viking men entered the lodge, bearing the weight of another, their curses and swears rising in an incomprehensible din. Stoick followed behind, tossing his hammer away and shouting orders, "Put him on the table. Go fetch a healer."

Hiccup remained silent and still, drawing as little attention to himself as possible. The entire group was soot-stained, swearing, and more than one had a freely bleeding wound. The table was cleared with a sweep of an arm, crockery shattering on the stone floor, and the men deposited their burden on the table none too gently. A pained cry was quickly stifled though none in the group looked the least bit alarmed. Most of the Vikings returned to the village to help with the aftermath of the raid. Stoick moved to the table, casting aside his cloak and reaching for the tattered remains of a bloodied leg. "Gobber, let me have a look. We need to slow the bleeding."

Large hands removed charred cloth. Gobber swore and vowed vengeance on the dragon that injured him…as soon as Gobber found his war hammer, that is. He was ignored. Most of the village swore some kind of vendetta against the dragons at one point or another. Most in more colorful language than Gobber.

A Viking stood at Stoick's shoulder, observing lowly, "He can't keep it."

"I know," Stoick agreed grimly, wrapping the wound tightly before demanding, "Where's the healer?"

"She'll be here soon," a voice rumbled in reply. "There are others more seriously wounded than Gobber."

Stoick's expression darkened and he nodded. Gobber fell silent with a groan as someone tightened the tourniquet. Hiccup crept out of his hiding place, cautiously approaching the table and placing a small hand on Gobber's head. Feverish blue eyes turned to the young boy, focusing slowly. Hiccup patted the Viking's shoulder, his green eyes wide. "'Obber?"

"Aye, lad," Gobber wheezed. "No stories today."

Hiccup clutched anxiously at Gobber's shirt, turning for reassurance from his father. Stoick's expression hardened and he looked away. "Egil, you think your wife would be willing to watch Hiccup?"

A blond man shifted, glancing around Stoick and down at Hiccup. The boy cringed, fingers tightening in Gobber's sleeve. He didn't want to leave. The village was scary. The Vikings there looked at him with _mean_ eyes. He hadn't done anything! He whimpered, but his father ignored him, distracted by a sudden stream of swears from Gobber. Maybe he could hide?

The man his father called Egil stepped around Stoick, clapping the broad man on the shoulder. "Aye, I'll take the lad to the missus. She'll keep an eye on him until this is over."

Stoick sighed, running his hand over his face and beard, and Egil scooped the boy up without a flinch, tucking tail and wings inside the worn blanket before heading out the door. Hiccup twisted, fearful green eyes finding his father, whimpering, "Pabbi?"

Stoick gave his son a firm, reassuring nod. "Go with Egil, boy."

For a heartbeat, Hiccup looked like he was going to protest but he hunched down in Egil's hold and placed a thumb in his mouth. Egil strode out the door and down the hill. The red tinge of dawn was on the horizon and already most of the village was up and about, putting out fires and taking stock of the damage. Several homes would have to be rebuilt and Hiccup could hear search parties spreading out to find what remained of the scattered livestock. The scent of smoke made his nose twitch.

Dagmar met them at the door, her worried expression fading into relief. "I heard there were injuries."

Her tone told that she was more worried about the fatalities. She stepped back to allow Egil to enter the house and absently reached for the bundle in her husband's arms as he spoke, "Gobber's going to lose his leg. I'm just here on Stoick's behalf. He needs a favor."

The blanket slipped and Dagmar's eyes dropped to take in the boy in her husband's arms. Her expression tightened and she jerked her hands away, brushing them briskly on her skirts as if they were dirty. Hiccup ducked under her eyes.

"A favor?" she asked faintly.

Egil nodded, shifting his hold on the boy and letting the blanket fall completely away. "Just until Stoick comes by."

A tense silence passed between husband and wife and Hiccup kept still, hoping to not draw attention to himself. Finally, Dagmar sighed gustily and stepped back to free the door. "Fine. Let me close the door before somebody sees."

The door closed behind them with a thud and she glanced at Hiccup before quickly looking away and motioning toward the fireplace. "There are some empty grain sacks. He can stay there until Stoick comes."

Egil put the boy down, ruffled Hiccup's hair with a gentle hand and a smile, and then turned to his wife, taking her arms and drawing her a distance away. Hiccup huddled in the sacks, keeping his arms and feet beneath him to spring away at the first sign of danger. The adults kept their voices low, but their whispers still reached him.

"I don't want it in my house, Egil."

Egil frowned, stepping closer to his wife and dropping his voice even lower. "It's just for a few hours, love. Gobber—"

"You've heard what happened the night he was born," Dagmar sounded half terrified. "They say he—"

"That's nonsense, Dagmar," Egil interrupted, sounding annoyed. "He's just a boy."

"He's _not_ a boy," Dagmar snapped. Egil said nothing and his wife smoothed her hands over her stomach, resting them protectively over the barely visible bulge. "Never again, Egil. Not any more. We've got our children to think about. We've got to keep them safe."

Hiccup squeezed his eyes shut, hoping that if he wished hard enough he would open his eyes again and find himself safely tucked back in his bed and his father's snores shaking the rafters. He pulled his blanket over his head, pressing it against his ears to muffle the voices, and tried to make himself as small as he could.

*.*.*.*.*.*.*.*.*.*.*

Something tickled the fins on his tail and he gave it a sleepy flick before curling it around his body and tucking the tip under his cheek. A tickling sensation over his hair and ear, followed by a muffled giggle, jerked him out of his sleepy state and he scrambled away from the light touch only to crash into the wall at his back. For a panicked heartbeat, he didn't recognize where he was, then he remembered the horns, the screams, the blood—

"Hi!"

Hiccup jumped, suddenly aware that he wasn't alone. A little girl knelt next to his makeshift bed, watching him with undisguised interest. Hiccup could only stare back in return. Her blonde hair was in a riotous tangle about her head, one side flattened from sleep. Her grin was toothy and happy. "I thought you were going to sleep _all day_. I'm only in bed this long when I'm sick."

She waited a beat but, when he said nothing in response, she pushed herself to her feet and trundled across the floor to pick up a rag doll. She returned to his corner with her doll in hand and, to his surprise, she plopped down next to him on the rough grain sacks. "I'm Astrid," she chirped, before thrusting her doll out at him. "This is Freyja. She is brave and strong and beautiful. Just like me!"

Hiccip stared at the doll until she gave it an impatient shake and commanded, "Say '_hello_' and tell us your name, silly."

He glanced at her uncertainly and she rolled her eyes and set the doll in his lap. She folded her arms and gave her fiercest Viking scowl and he quickly turned his attention to the doll. It wasn't much to look at — it was a patchwork of cloth scraps clumsily sewn together and given lopsided features — but it was something to focus on instead of the girl. He watched her from the corner of his eye as he gingerly picked up the doll and held it in both hands. When she didn't scream and bat his hands away, he cleared his throat and shyly said, "Hello, Freyja…and Astrid. I'm Hiccup."

The girl beamed, scooting closer. "Snotlout said he's seen a Terrible Terror. I've never seen a dragon before. Mamma won't let me look out the window when they come to the village. And Fishlegs knows _all about_ dragons. He can read! Did you know there was a _Book of Dragons_? Fishlegs says there's all _kinds_ of dragons, but then Snotlout and Tuffnut make fun of him and call him a nerd and then he cries and runs away so I never even get to _hear_ about dragons. Are you a dragon?"

Hiccup's cheeks heated and he ducked his head, muttering, "No."

Her expression fell and she looked disappointed. He wondered if maybe she really _did _want to see a dragon. Hiccup didn't. He thought they sounded scary. And _angry_. Astrid seemed to shrug off her disappointment, concerned with more pressing issues. "I've never seen you before and the dragons came last night and here you are! If you're not a dragon, what _are_ you?"

Hiccup shrugged uncomfortably. "I don't know."

Her head tilted and bright blue eyes regarded him seriously. She looked him over, taking in every feature that made him different from her. A frown furrowed her brow for a moment before it cleared and she declared, "You must be a Viking, then, if you're not a dragon. There are only Vikings and dragons on Berk."

That seemed reasonable to Hiccup except… "What about the sheep and chickens and cows?"

She rolled her eyes and huffed at him. "Those are _animals_, silly."

A loud knocking at the door startled the two children and they immediately quieted. The door opened and they could hear Dagmar's testy greeting. "About time you got here, Stoick."

"Was Hiccup a problem, Dagmar?"

Hiccup perked up at his father's voice and a part of him relaxed. His father was here! He didn't leave him alone in this strange house forever.

"A problem!" Dagmar exclaimed, as if Stoick should've known Hiccup most certainly _was_ a problem and he was foolish to think otherwise.

"Your home is still standing," Stoick remarked.

Dagmar grunted. "I do not want…that _creature_ in my home any longer."

Hiccup cringed, ignoring the curious glance Astrid was giving him. Stoick cleared his throat, speaking with forced calm, "You never had a problem before."

There was a loud _thump_ of something being forcefully set on the table. "I have a child and another on the way. I will not have them in danger any longer."

"Hiccup? A _danger_?"

Stoick sounded incredulous. Dagmar slapped her hand on the table, exclaiming, "Yes! He's unnatural, Stoick. I know your wife—"

"Enough!"

Dagmar immediately fell silent. In the strained silence that followed, Hiccup drew his legs to his chest and hid his eyes against his knees. Hiccup knew the expression his father had every time Hiccup's mother was mentioned: sadness and regret. It wasn't that long ago that Hiccup started to wonder if maybe his father regretted _him_. Stoick finally sighed and the children could hear his armor creak as the large man shifted. "I've heard enough. I will take my son and go."

A small hand fell on Hiccup's back between his wings and he cringed, ignoring the question in Astrid's tone when she said his name. A shadow fell over them and Astrid moved closer, asking, "Are you Hiccup's pabbi?"

"Astrid!"

The shriek was sudden and jarring and the small girl was ripped away from her place at Hiccup's side. Hiccup looked up to see Astrid struggling against her mother's grip, protesting loudly, "Ow! Mamma, let go!"

Her mother dragged her farther away, berating her child, "I told you to play _outside_."

Astrid twisted, looking back at Hiccup. "He's crying, Mamma!"

Stoick shook his head as the mother-daughter pair continued arguing and scooped his son into his arms. Hiccup clung to his father's tunic, never wanting to let go. Stoick's hand passed over Hiccup's hair and rested lightly across his back. It was a comforting gesture and Hiccup snuffled back his tears. Vikings don't cry. And they certainly don't cry in front of _girls_.

Stoick started out of the house, pausing at the door just long enough to rumble a "good day" before he left. The rest of the tension that lay across Hiccup's shoulders faded the further Stoick carried him from the house. They were halfway up the hill to the lodge when Astrid shouted after them, "Goodbye, Hiccup! Maybe we can play together again! You can keep Freyja; she'll protect you!"

Hiccup jerked back, glancing down at the arm he'd tucked against his chest and just realizing he'd kept Astrid's doll. Stoick chuckled lowly when Hiccup stretched to peer over his father's shoulder and gave Astrid a small wave. "Aye, she's a good lass."

Once inside the lodge, Stoick set Hiccup down and took careful evaluation of his son's health. Hiccup hugged the rag doll to his chest, gazing mournfully up at his father. Stoick smiled sadly, brushing back auburn hair and pressing his lips to a small forehead. "Well, I doubt that woman fed you so we'd best get ya some food; aye?"

Hiccup nodded vigorously and Stoick patted him fondly and stood. "Now, Gobber's going to be staying with us for a while. Don't be jumping on him."

Gobber spoke up from his hastily made bed by the fire, his voice sounding tired and strained, "Ah, the lad'll be fine. Come 'ere, boy, give a dying man some company."

Hiccup scrambled up onto the edge of the bed, eying Gobber in concern. The blacksmith looked pale and exhausted and Hiccup gnawed his lip. "You're not really dying, are you?"

"Not today, lad," Gobber reassured. "Though we'll have to have a proper send-off for me leg."

Gobber made a vague motion toward his leg and Hiccup followed the wave, fidgeting with the rag doll he still held. "Do you hate me, 'Obber?"

Gobber blinked, taken by surprise at this non sequitur before his eyes narrowed suspiciously, "Course not. Who put that fool notion in your head?"

"She called me unnatural," Hiccup supplied by way of answer.

"That fool Hofferson woman," Stoick said, pulling a chair up to the bedside and handing Hiccup a bowl. "Eat, then go play. Gobber needs his rest."

The men exchanged speaking glances while Hiccup juggled the doll and the bowl. Gobber waited until Hiccup had eaten several mouthfuls before nudging the doll and asking, "What's this?"

"Freyja. Astrid gave her to me."

Gobber's eyebrows rose. "Did she?"

Hiccup nodded, finishing off the rest of his meal and sliding off the bed only to pause as a thought came to him. "Does that mean she's my friend?"

"Seems like it."

Hiccup smiled widely, scurrying off to drop his empty bowl in a bucket for washing later. He returned to the bed to pick up the rag doll before hurrying up the stairs to his loft to put it somewhere safe. Gobber and Stoick listened to the boy thump across his room then watched him bounce down the stairs again and head out the back door, shouting something about fish. The door slammed shut and Gobber relaxed with a chuckle. "So, the Hofferson girl?"

"Aye."

Gobber hummed thoughtfully, stroking his mustache. Stoick's eyes narrowed at his friend a moment before comprehension dawned. "Oh, no. You might as well get that idea out of your head right now. It'll never work."

"Ye never know," Gobber argued. "We know nothin' about how dragons mate, after all."

"He ain't a dragon!" Stoick bellowed.

"He ain't a human neither."

Stoick said nothing for there was nothing left to say.
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The fish flashed like quicksilver beneath the gently rippling water. Hiccup watched them intently, making sure to keep close to the ground and his wings tightly folded against his back. The fish, he'd discovered, didn't seem to notice him if he kept low and moved slowly. They also darted away faster than he could blink if they caught sight of his wings.

Fish were _fascinating_.

He scooted closer to the edge of the pond, holding his breath. It was early spring — well, what passes as spring on Berk — and the water was a still frigid temperature. Did fish get cold? He_ thought _they did. After all, _he _got cold — especially during devastating winter — even if his father built up the lodge fire to a blazing height and wrapped him in several furs. There were days he just wanted to crawl_ into_ the fire. The smithy was warmer. And Gobber told stories.

Hiccup watched the fish. Did fish _breathe_? Their gills fluttered on their sides. He'd seen the fish brought to the mead hall for meals. His father had lifted one by its gills and showed it to him. It wasn't breathing then. It wasn't moving. He thought that maybe fish breathed _water_ instead of _air._ He tried once. He'd been plucked out of the pond, sputtering and gasping, by his bellowing father and given a none too gentle slap on the back.

"What in Hel's name you doing, boy! You ain't a fish!"

So, he couldn't breathe water. And he wasn't a fish — not that he thought he _was_ one to start with — still, it was nice to know he wasn't a fish.

"There you are!"

An undignified yelp escaped him and he scrambled to his feet only to trip over his own limbs. He landed in the pond with a _splash!_ The fish fled and Hiccup was now drenched and cold. Astrid stood on the bank, cringing apologetically. He'd been so absorbed in his thoughts and watching the fish he hadn't heard her approach. She shifted anxiously on the bank as Hiccup hauled himself to his feet and sloshed back to shore. Astrid retreated a step to avoid being splashed.

"Oh," she breathed faintly. "You're all wet."

"Thank you for pointing that out," Hiccup said dryly, shrugging out of his fur vest and wringing out his tunic.

Astrid frowned at his tone. "You shouldn't have gone swimming."

"I _didn't_—"

He cut himself off sharply. It was no use arguing. At least it was a sunny day and the walk back home wasn't too far. He glanced back at the pond. The fish were gone and probably wouldn't venture to this side of the pond again for the rest of the day. With a defeated sigh, he squished past Astrid. He was already feeling the chill of the air.

"Where are you going?"

The girl followed after him, curiously eying the sway of his tail. He wanted to wrap it around himself and hide it from her eyes, but that always made him feel off-balance.

"Home," he said shortly.

"Good idea," she agreed, catching up to walk beside him and swinging the basket he hadn't noticed her carrying. "You'd catch your death of a cold if you stayed wet."

She caught his curious look and stuck her tongue at him, putting her nose in the air. "That's what Mamma says every laugardagr."

She nodded solemnly, skipping to his side and slipping her hand into his, gripping it tighter when he moved to pull away. Her eyes darted around at the trees, pulling him to a stop to look at an early flower. "Is this where you play?"

"Sometimes," he mumbled.

"Why?"

Hiccup shrugged. There were several reasons. His father had told him he was safer out in the forest than in the village. And the Vikings always watched him with suspicious wariness. Aside from his father and Gobber, Astrid was the only other person he could remember that didn't flinch from him. Besides, he _liked_ the forest. There were a lot of cool things to find and explore. Instead of answering, he asked, "Why are you here?"

"Mamma sent me out to find any early berries and look for mushrooms," she said, swinging her basket. Her nose wrinkled. "_I_ think she just wanted to go back to bed. Pabbi said he'd take care of her."

"Is your mamma sick?" Hiccup asked.

She shrugged. "I don't know. Her face was red and she kept making these weird sounds whenever Pabbi touched her. I asked if she was all right, but then she gave me this basket and pushed me out the door. She said she'd be fine in a little while. Grown-ups are _weird_."

Hiccup agreed, but privately he was beginning to think that girls were even weirder. She _wouldn't let go of his hand!_ It had been several weeks since he'd first met the girl and he was still hard pressed to believe she actually sought his company. Other than her rambling questions when they first met and her curious looks, she didn't seem to mind that he was different and Hiccup found himself enjoying her frequent company.

Stoick wasn't in the lodge when they slipped quietly through the back door. Hiccup hurried up to his loft, stripping his wet clothing off and shivering in the cool air. He dressed quickly, crawling under his bed to find his old boots. He'd have to remember to put his wet clothes by the fire so they'd dry.

Hiccup pulled on his old boots, wiggling his toes experimentally. They were a little tight, but they'd serve until his normal boots dried out. The door creaked and Hiccup jumped, whirling around. No one except his father came into the loft and he'd would've heard the large man on the ladder.

"Is this your room?"

Astrid stood in the doorway gazing curiously around. Hiccup sighed. The girl seemed to be wherever she wasn't wanted. She seemed to hear his uncharitable thoughts because she scowled at him and tossed her hair. "You were taking too long and I got bored. Is that your rock collection?"

She jabbed a finger toward the window ledge then crossed the room before he even nodded. He hovered behind her, but she didn't touch his meticulously arranged stones. A cloud moved from in front of the sun and bright light spilled onto the ledge catching a few of the stones he'd broken open. Astrid gasped. "_Ooooh_, pretty!"

Hiccup moved closer, pleased that she liked his collection, and picked up the sparkling stone she was fixated on. She followed it and he smiled. "It's a geode. I found it in a cave."

"It's so sparkly."

"It's the crystals."

They spent some time examining Hiccup's collection of odds-and-ends, Hiccup explaining things that caught her interest. Astrid was impressed with his shell collection. Her parents never let her go to the one sandy beach Berk could boast of. It was too far to go by herself and her parents were busy. Hiccup blushingly offered to take her one day to which she readily agreed. When the sun slid off the window ledge, Astrid stood and pulled on Hiccup's arm. "We need to go pick berries now."

"Why?"

She huffed, frowning at him as if he was being stupid. "Mamma told me to."

Hiccup shook his head. "Not that. You want _me_ to come with you?"

"You're my friend," she said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

Hiccup's heart swelled and a fluttery feeling filled his stomach. He had a friend! She pushed him out of the loft, grabbing his hand and dragging him out the back door.

It was still too early in spring for many of the berries, but Hiccup knew where to find the earliest ones and shyly guided her through the forest. They ended up eating more than they saved, giggling as the berry juices stained lips and mouths purple. The faint sound of Astrid's name being called made Hiccup's ears twitch and he turned to look toward the village. "Your mamma is calling for you."

Astrid shoved the last of her berries into her mouth and grabbed her basket, frowning at the few berries that rolled across the bottom. "I better go, then."

Hiccup showed her the quickest paths back to the village, pausing on the edge of the forest. She took several steps before she realized he wasn't following and turned back. His tail twitched nervously and he swallowed, taking a quick glance at Astrid's expectant expression and then swiftly looking away.

"Am I really your friend?" Hiccup asked faintly. He'd never had a friend.

Astrid closed the distance between them in two strides and, before he realized what she was doing, she punched him. Hard. He stumbled back a step in surprise, automatically rubbing at the bruised area. "Ow! Why would you do that?"

Blue eyes glittered fiercely and Hiccup kept a close eye on her fist in case she decided to punch him again. "_That_ was for being a dummy."

She glared at him a moment longer and then turned away with a toss of blonde hair and went to find her mother.

*.*.*.*.*.*.*.*.*.*.*

Hiccup stretched out in the grass, spreading his wings and soaking up the summer sun. It was late summer so the days were cooler and he could already smell the coming autumn. The green looked tired and even the grass felt drier. Autumn was fast approaching and Hiccup was already dreading the colder months. He had overheard the worried whispers in the village. The dragon raids were coming more frequently this year…and earlier. It was going to be a harsh winter.

The crackle of something moving through the long grass caught his attention and he sat up. Astrid was approaching, a disgruntled scowl marring her features. She paused when she saw him and her narrowing eyes had him frantically scrambling for something he might have done to anger her. He could come up with nothing recent. He quickly got to his feet, watching her approach. She stopped in front of him, a scowl firmly in place and her hands on her hips, clearly expecting something from him. Hiccup twitched nervously and her scowl deepened.

"Well," she demanded.

He flinched, wondering if he should make a run for it. "W-what?"

She motioned impatiently to herself. For the first time in his memory, Astrid's blonde hair was tamed back in a tight braid, a kransen failing to keep her unruly bangs out of her eyes. Hiccup stared. It was…different. She folded her arms across her chest and shifted her weight to one leg, jutting her hip out. The axe her father gave her for her sixth birthday not too long ago hung at her waist and clinked faintly against her armored skirt…which was also something new

"You—you look nice."

If possible, Astrid's scowl grew darker at his halting compliment. Her arms dropped and her hand ghosted over the head of her axe. Well, Hiccup called it an axe. It was more like a hatchet than an actual battle axe. She was still getting used to carrying it. He remembered asking her why she brought it with her to play and she'd primly tossed her hair and declared that she was a Viking and that's what Vikings _did_. She then admitted that her mother and father told her to.

"Mamma and Pabbi said I need to start training to become a shield-maiden," Astrid said.

Hiccup blinked. He'd heard that the other kids were beginning their own training, but he'd never made the connection that _Astrid_ would do the same. It made him feel left out. He'd never even _met_ the other kids. Hiccup shifted. He hadn't felt this uncertain around Astrid since that first morning he'd met her when she shoved her doll at him. Something had changed and Hiccup was at a loss on what it could possibly be.

"Oh," Hiccup murmured. "Do you want to go to the beach?"

The question was awkward and Astrid's brow drew together. He held his breath until she shrugged. "Sure."

He nodded and turned to lead the way. He was almost positive she'd been about to say something else but changed her mind. Leading the way through the trees, Hiccup glanced at her occasionally. She was scowling rather more darkly than usual and he felt a sinking feeling in his stomach. Desperate to fix whatever the problem was, Hiccup blurted, "How's your brother?"

Her scowl shifted from some point in the middle distance to Hiccup and he cringed. Maybe he should've kept his mouth shut. Astrid's expression changed minutely and she looked away. "Mamma still won't let me feed him to the dragons."

Hiccup was never sure what to make of comments like that and he sent her an uncertain look. Her brow was furrowed and she looked like she'd meant what she'd said.

The sand and sea distracted Astrid from whatever worries she'd had before meeting up with Hiccup. They decided to return home when the sun sank low on the horizon. The closer they got to the village, the more subdued Astrid became. They entered the field Hiccup had been sunning himself that afternoon and Astrid came to a stop and turned to face him. She locked eyes with him and her brow furrowed. Dread rushed down Hiccup's spine as he waited for her to say something. Astrid was never short on words.

"Mamma said you were a monster," Astrid stated it matter-of-factly, her face scrunched up as she recalled the conversation. "She said Vikings don't have wings, so that means you're a _monster_. I told her I thought you were a valkyrie."

She paused, examining the wings Hiccup snapped against his back in an attempt to hide them. She harrumphed a little and continued her monologue, "Mamma said valkyries have wings like a _raven_ and you have wings like a _bat_ — I've never seen a bat — and that valkyries are _girls_; I told her that maybe you're a _boy_ valkyrie, but she told me there was _no such thing_ — which I think is _stupid_ — and I _told_ her so. And then she told me I was being _ridiculous_ and that you were an…an _a-bumble-nation_ and I wasn't allowed to play with you anymore."

Hiccup wasn't sure what to make of her story, but the sinking feeling in his stomach told him that it couldn't be anything good. He wiped his palms against his vest and shuffled his feet, asking hesitantly, "Will I see you tomorrow?"

Blue eyes regarded him seriously for a long moment. "No."

His heart dropped and he felt his eyes burn. He quickly looked away. Vikings don't cry. But he was going to anyway. The grass rustled as Astrid shifted. She turned toward the village, hesitated, and then continued without saying goodbye.

And that was the last time Astrid spoke to him.

*.*.*.*.*.*.*.*.*.*.*

The shouts drew caught his attention first, but it was the young ring of them that brought him from the forge fires to the service window looking out on the village square. A group of kids tumbled by, laughing loudly and playfully shoving each other. Bright blonde hair shone in the pale autumn sun and he ducked behind a shutter when Astrid turned toward the forge. A scowl crossed her brow and Hiccup wondered if she knew he was watching or if she even remembered him. Her shoulders rolled, as if shaking off a thought, and then she hurried to catch up with the others, punching one of the boys that got too familiar. Hiccup sighed, tugging mournfully on one of his horns.

"What are ya lookin' at?" Gobber asked, coming up behind him to peer out the window.

Hiccup dropped his hand guiltily, flushing when Gobber slanted him a knowing look. "Aye, I see. It can't be helped, Hiccup. It's safer t' stay outta sight."

"I know," Hiccup sighed and then stifled a yawn.

Gobber clapped him on the shoulder nearly knocking him into the window ledge. "Well, we got work to do. Better hop to it. Get those billows goin'. Don't go fallin' into the flames again."

The blacksmith moved to the anvil, chortling. Casting one last longing look out the window, Hiccup moved to the billows. The heat of the fire immediately revived him and the aching muscles he hadn't yet noticed eased.

Stoick had noticed the lethargy that occurred every winter and dumped Hiccup in the forge hoping to improve Hiccup's depression. Hiccup liked the forge. It was always warm — Gobber would say hot as Hel's halls — and that creeping sleepiness didn't try to pull him under as hard. The dragons apparently hibernated to some degree during the cold months, but Hiccup wasn't sure he'd wake up again if he fell asleep and he didn't want to put hibernation to the test.

Two years as an apprentice to Gobber learning the skill of a blacksmith had given the older viking more than adequate knowledge about Hiccup's quirks. He also noticed when the boy went dewy-eyed.

A few presses of the billows and Hiccup was sighing blissfully, shifting closer to the heat. The growing black wings relaxed from the tense position he kept them in next to his body, drooping slightly until the tips just brushed the floor. Hiccup was unaware of the sigh that passed his lips as he checked the heating metal and pumped the billows again. Gobber chuckled. "She's a fine lass."

Hiccup yelped, nearly dropping the white-hot sword he'd been in the process of pulling from the coals. The wings twitched, a sure sign of discomfort, even if the flush rising up his neck and spilling across his cheeks wasn't enough of a clue. He brought the sword to the anvil, affecting nonchalance. "Who are you talking about?"

Gobber clicked his hammer into place, checked to make sure the boy had a firm hold, and brought the hammer down on the metal. Sparks showered from the blow. "Miss Astrid," Gobber said between blows. "I heard the Hoffersons were looking to arrange a marriage."

Wide green eyes peered up at him through auburn hair. "But she's ten!"

"Aye," Gobber agreed. "Tis full young to be thinkin' of betrothals. The lads are still wet behind the ears too."

Hiccup returned the sword to the coals, his heart hammering in his chest. He knew this day would come, but he hadn't thought it'd come so_ soon_. "Have they made a decision yet?"

"Dunno, lad." Gobber studied his young apprentice a moment and then sighed. "Come 'ere. Let me look at ya."

Hiccup hesitated, eying the blacksmith uncertainly, and then shuffled over to stand in front of the much larger man. Gobber looked him over from head to tail. Hiccup twitched nervously under the appraisal, but resisted the urge to hide. Gobber put a hand on his hip, waving his hammer. "Well, let's see 'em."

Hiccup glanced apprehensively toward the window. Astrid and the others were gone and most of the village was probably in the Mead Hall for dinner by this time. With the days growing shorter, the vikings were less likely to be wandering around the village and dropping by the smithy. The adults also knew that the colder days brought Hiccup to the forge so business slowed. He kept his head down when customers came by, trying to draw as little attention to himself as possible. Spreading his wings would destroy any illusion that he was in no way different. Slowly, Hiccup unfurled his wings, taking care not to extend them all the way in the cramped smithy. Gobber tutted over them, then hooked a stool with his foot and dragged it closer. He dropped onto it, paying no mind to its protesting groan. "Yer a fine lookin' lad, Hiccup. Ain't nothin' wrong wit' ya."

Hiccup folded his wings in with a scowl and motioned to himself with a sweeping gesture. "Except all of _this._"

"Naw, lad," Gobber disagreed, poking a thick finger into Hiccup's chest. "Yer _diff'rent_. Tha's all. Now, that Astrid lass were yer friend before. Maybe she'll be yer friend again."

Hiccup stepped back, rubbing at the bruised area on his chest from the sharp jab. "I'm not a viking, Gobber."

The blacksmith sat back on his stool, blond brows rising in surprise. "Course y'are. Ya were born on Berk same as th' rest o' us."

Hiccup's eyes fell to his tail, flexing the fins. "That doesn't mean I'm a viking."

"What else would you be?"

Hiccup had no answer for that.

* * *
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